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In this paper, I use the 2002 data of Chinese Household Income Project to examine 
the determinants of individual and family migration decisions in China. I find that 
age and education has a quadratic profile such that the probability of migration first 
increases and then declines with age. Migration decisions differ substantially across 
genders and marital statuses. In addition, increasing family size raises the probability 
to migrate while increasing income in farming activities reduces the probability of 
migration. In general, individual who have higher level of education is associated 
with higher probability of migration. By examining the joint migration behavior of 
couples, I identify several important factors that influence the probability for both 
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Chapter 1 Introduction 
Migration is a response to economic development in certain areas or countries. 
Because of Her open economy and strong relation with other Asia Pacific countries, 
China has become one of the biggest trading countries in the world and one of the major 
players in world economy. China has been number one destination to attract foreign 
investors due to its dynamic internal market and cheap labor supply. The government of 
urban areas China also provided good facilities for their citizens like education and 
insurance. Therefore, urban areas become both internationally and domestically targeted 
working places. Many rural citizens want to come to urban areas to look for jobs or 
simply want to enjoy the facilities provided by the government in urban area. Millions of 
farmers migrated to city either permanently or temporarily. However, urbanization in 
China is not as easy as in other countries because of many barriers controlling individual 
movement. One of the main barriers is the existence of Household Registration System 
(Hukou system). It is difficult for rural residents to become urban residents. Those who 
are able to change their status, may have to sacrifice the right of land at their hometowns.  
As a result, I am interested to examine the factors that influence family migration 
decisions. Unlike many previous studies that only focus on indvidual migration decisions, 
this paper examines the factors affecting joint migration decision of a couple. A couple 
refers to husband and wife in each household. I believe that when a couple decides to 
migrate, they would consider the benefit and loss of their family and partner 
simultaneously, not just their individual benefit. Hopefully this paper could give a new 





















During the economic reform in 1978, China has experienced the largest internal 
migration in human history. Nearly 160 million people that are almost 12 percent of 
today's population have left rural areas to seek work in cities. In 1978 rural income was 
less than 40 percent of urban (Economist Intelligence Unit (EIU), 2010). In order to 
increase farmers’ income, the communist China by opening its door, factories appeared in 
coastal towns. Migrants moved from the poorest inland provinces such as Guizhou, 
Sichuan, and Anhui to the provinces in the coastal areas such as Zhejiang, Fujian and 
Guangdong. 
The poverty in China is a big problem since the beginning of the economic reform. 
Therefore, most of rural citizens decide to migrate for survival even though they have to 
leave their family members. More than 10 million workers migrated out of their home 
provinces between 1990 and 1995, another 32 million migrated from 1995 to 2000 and 
yet another 38 million over the next 5 years
 
(Chan, 2010). 
 In the 1990s the wealth gap between rural and urban China opened wide but the 
gap has closed a little but it's still a huge of social issue with tens of thousands cases of 
rural unrest each year. The city of Shenzhen, just over the border from Hongkong is a 
classic example of the speed of which a Chinese city grows. Shenzhen has grown from a 
town of a few thousands in 1978 to a city of 12 million people in 2010 and it sets to keep 




























Source: China Statistical Yearbook, 2011 
 
Figure 1 shows China rural population is continuously declining while urban 
population is rising. Urban population was about 35,000 million in 1995 but only within 
10 years, urban population became about 56,000 million. In contrary, rural population 
was about 85,000 million in 1995, decreased signficiantly year by year, and became about 
74,500 million in the same year. Zhang and Song (2003) found that rural-urban migration 






























































































































































Source: China Statistical Yearbook, 2011 
 
Figure 2 shows the employment in rural began to decline since 1997. The rural 
employment accounted 49, 039 (in 10,000 people) in 1997 and decreased around 16 
percent until 2010. While in the urban areas, the total employment continuously rises up. 
The global economic crisis at that time made people desperately looking for jobs to 
survive. 
China as the most populous country provides an interesting case for migration 
study. China can also offer fascinating comparisons with other developing countries, 
since China differed to the certain extent from other developing countries in migration 
and urbanization due to its uniqueness of country size and development pace. Study of 
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1.2. Structure of Paper 
 
This paper consists of five chapters as follows: Chapter one introduces the 
background of the paper. Chapter two contains the literature review related to rural- 
urban migration in China. Chapter three explains the statistical data and method used. 
Chapter four presents the empirical results. Chapter five gives the conclusion of this 
research.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      
 
Chapter 2 Literature Review 
 
From 1980s, economic development in China is contributed by industrialization 
and urbanization, specifically at the coastal areas. Before 1980s (socialist economic ages) 
communist had started industrialization process where urban area gets special treatments. 
Government provided free access to welfare benefits for urban residents, for example, 
health care, education, grain and oil rations, household subsidies and life time job. In the 
meantime, rural residents only lived on their income from communion system to pay for 
their spending and received very little help from central government (Garcia, 2004). 
Migration was seen as a response from individuals towards better economic and life 
expectation in urban area. In the early 1980s, rural labors exceeded 70 million or about 18 
percent from total labors at rural area (Zhang, et al., 2004). In mid 1980s, rural urban 
migration in China created biggest labor flow in history.  In 1990, “floating population” 
at big cities in China was recorded in range 11.1 percent to 27.5 percent of total urban 
population in China (Ma and Xiang, 1998). Floating population are rural individuals who 
live in urban area without hukou status and are discriminated from social benefits. Most 
of the floating population consists of youngsters that left their families in rural area to 
look for higher income in urban area. Usually they are more educated compared to those 
who stay in rural area (Wu and Zhou, 1996). In the same year, temporary migrant was 













Chapter 2 Literature Review 
8 
 
respectively. While in 1994, those migrants became one quarter of total population of 
Beijing (David, 1999) and in the mid of 1990s, rural migrants in China was recorded as 
50 million people (Zhao, 1999). 
In general, the inequalities between rural and urban areas or even between regions 
are significant everywhere in China. Although there are many barriers to migrate like the 
travel distance, high psychological cost and difficulty in job hunting, the number of 
urbanization in China is still increasing every year (World Bank, 1997). Urban population 
in China increased from 18 percent in 1978 to 31 percent in 1999 (SSB, 2000). 
Population Census in 2000 revealed that 144.39 million of rural citizen or about 11.6 
percent of total rural population migrated to urban areas and towns (chengzhen) (NBS, 
2000).  
Economic reform happened constantly in China, growing from East to South, then 
to North, then to Central and West (Garcia, 2004). According to the data taken from 
World Bank (2002), two third of China’s poor households are located in western area 
which is far from developing area by the coast line. In a country with a huge population 
like China, a change in economic policy like income tax reduction for manufacturing 
workers can stimulate a great amount of rural-urban migration. This statement was 
supported by Cai and Wang (2003); De Haan (2000). Roe (2004) realized that rural 
output continuously decreases, while urban output continuously increases. The rapid 
structural change where workers leave agricultural sector for higher income in 
non-agricultural sectors keeps happening in China (Y. Du et al., 2005).  
Migration is difficult to control. The rapid urbanization growth in certain areas 
leads to many negative impacts. For examples, increase poverty rate, rising 
unemployment, homeless people, insufficient social services, increase in crime rate, 
pollution and corruption (Zhang and Song, 2003). Ma and Xiang (1998) stated that most 
of the migrants are having 3-D jobs, short for difficult, dirty and dangerous.  
Zhao (1999) stated that age factor reduces the probability of migration. However 
education does not have any significant effect on decision to migrate. This statement 
supported by Yang (2000) through his research in Hubei province. But according to Xia 
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et al. (1999) found that both male and female have the same migration rate. Areas which 
have high investment in infrastructure and high growth in heavy industry tend to have 
male-dominated migration, such as Beijing, Tianjin, Shanghai and Liaoning. Areas which 
have labor-incentive manufacturing industries, like textile and apparel manufacturing, 
tent to have female-dominated migration, such as Guangdong, Fujian and Jiangsu. But 
Zhao and Rozelle et al. (1999) argued this statement. They found that males migrate more 
than females.  
 Individual that decided not to migrate is usually affected by several factors, like 
family size and land. According to the research conducted by Zhao (1999) using samples 
from Sichuan province, he found that most of the rural people do not migrate because 
they are tied to their land. Every family has their own land provided by the government to 
cultivate and feed themselves. If an individual still desires to move to urban area, then the 
right on land must be sacrificed and returned to the government. Therefore, if an 
individual decides to move to urban area, when they return to their homeland, they will 
not have the right to use the land anymore. It will be difficult for them to survive because 
land is the main earning source in rural area. 
 Most of the migrants found jobs in urban area through information and help from 
their relatives and friends (Zhao, 1996; Wuet et al., 1990; Wu, 1994). This social network 
is known as migration networks. Studies done by Massey and Garcia (1987), Taylor 
(1984), Sprouse (1991), Li and Zahniser (1999), Zhao (2001), Li and Zhang (2001), 
found that the existence of migration network in destination place have positive and 
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Chapter 3 Statistical Data and Methodology 
 
3.1. The Chinese Household Income Project (CHIP) 
The main data used in this paper is from The Chinese Household Income Project 
(CHIP) 2002
1
. CHIP is a major socioeconomic study of households throughout China, 
constituting a joint research effort sponsored by the Institute of Economics, Chinese 
Academy of Sciences, the Asian Development Bank, and the Ford Foundation. Additional 
support was provided by the East Asian Institute and Columbia University. All the 
surveys featured distinct samples from urban and rural China. These samples were chosen 
from significantly larger samples drawn by China’s State Statistical Bureau. Data were 
collected through a series of questionnaire-based interviews conducted in rural and urban 
areas at the end of 2002 in 22 provinces which is divided into five main questionnaire 
forms: Urban, Rural, Rural Migrant, Social Network, and Village. 
Since this paper only focuses on temporary migration, so I specifically use the 
individual rural household members’ dataset. I include people aged between 16 to 40 
years old in individual decision for two main reasons. First, China’s official definition of 
the labor force encompasses person’s age 16 years and over. Second, based on the dataset 
I found that most people who ever did migration are below 41 years old, so my findings 
for individual migration should not be generalized beyond this age group. 
In evaluating the family case, family migration decision is taken from the decision 
of the head of household (both husband and wife), using all the couples in the dataset 





                                                        
1 CHIP’s many accomplishments include four national surveys. CHIP-1988, conducted in 1989, collected extensive 
information on China’s households in 1988. CHIP-1995, conducted in 1996, collected extensive information on China’s 
households in 1995. CHIP-2002, conducted in 2003, gathered similar information for 2002. The most recent survey is 

















3.2. Variables and Measurement 
 
3.2.1. Dependent Variable 
In the estimation of a probit model, it is desirable to have a relatively balanced set 
of values for the binary- response variables. In this paper, the binary response is defined 
as one if “The individual ever left their household in 2002, either for work or to look for a 
job in urban area”. Otherwise, the variable equals zero. In measurement of family 
migration decision, I use the joint migration decision between husband and wife by using 
all the couples in the CHIP rural individual dataset without limiting the age. I use 
Multinomial Logit (MNL) model to measure the joint migration decision where there are 
4 outcomes. Outcome equal 1 when both husband and wife migrate, equal 2 when only 
husband migrates and wife stays, equal 3 when only wife migrates and husband stays, 
equal 4 when both husband and wife stay.  
 
3.2.2. Independent Variables 
For probit model, there are three sets of independent variables: 1) Individual 
characteristics included age, sex, ethnic minority, member of communist party, marital 
status, family size, number of pre-school children, elderly people, interaction term 
between elder people and number of pre-school children, income from farming, and 
land-owned. 2) Relationship to head of household which includes spouse, child, child-in 
law, other family members, and individual themselves. 3) Educational level, consists of 
college, professional school or above; upper middle school; lower middle school; 
elementary school, 4 or more years; elementary school, 1-3 years; and illiterate or 
semi-literate.  
For MNL model, I classified the explanatory variables into 5 categories: husband 
characteristics, wife characteristics, household characteristics, husband educational level 
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